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Interview with the recipient of the German Cross in Gold, Leo Franke, 
SS-Hauptscharfuhrer of the 10th SS Panzer Division 'Frundsberg'. Franke was also in 
possession of the coveted honorary leaf clasp. Dortmund, 1983. 


It's nice to meet you; my aunt says very 
nice things. I'm interested in how 
You have become a soldier of the Waffen-SS. 


Leo: Well, son, it's a long, boring story. | 


was born shortly before the outbreak of the 
first war, so | don't remember anything. | 


wanted to be a soldier like my ancestors, 
that's what drove me since | was very young. 


When | turned 19, | finished school and 
didn't need permission to join the army. 


| applied for the old Reich Army in 1933. 
With Hitler's election, the number of those 


who could enter was increased, as there Hauptsturmftihrer Leo Franke, SS-Uniersturmftihrer Hans Quandel and SS-Hauptsturmfuhrer Stratman (possibly). 
were only supposed to be 100,000. | served 

in the army for four years and | enjoyed it 

very much, but at the same time men were being sought for good positions throughout the empire. | became aware 

of the police and registered as a police officer, | think it was 1937. At that time the police were under the leadership 

of aman named Heinrich Himmler, the head of the SS and the police. Although | was a German police officer, | was 

part of the entire SS and | liked the idea of the SS. It was the political guard of the nation and enjoyed a very high 

status. | was in the police when the war broke out and | wanted to do my part when the German police were called up 
voluntarily. We were to be deployed as a combat force to support the fighting SS units that were already being 

established. 


| spoke to my commander and he agreed to my 
release. This paved my way into the Waffen-SS. | was 
sent to the police regiment, which was soon 
transformed into the SS Police Division. We were 


inexperienced, but soon learned to be an effective 
fighting unit. 


How did the Waffen-SS differ from the Army? 


Leo: It did not differ in terms of service and training, 
but the SS was considered a private army. She was 
loyal only to the leader; she was outside the army's 
chain of command. That's why the army didn't like the 
: idea of an armed, combat-ready SS. They initially 

Reichsflihrer-SS Heinrich Himmler recognized the importance of good uniform design. fought this and made it difficult for the SS units to 
That's why he commissioned the leading German designer and clothing manufacturer Hugo Boss to equip and arm themselves. Some didn't want 


competition for the already scarce equipment. Himmler 


design a new SS uniform. Based on the insignia designed by Professor Karl Diebitsch, the legendary 
uniform was created, an example of which can be seen in this photo: the white service coat for SS 
officers. From left to right: SS group leader Karl Wolff (Head of the Main Office of Personal Staff managed to bypass the army and get our own supplies 
Reichsftihrer-SS), SS-Oberflihrer Ludolf- Hermann von Alvensleben (First Adjutant of the through loyal companies. 
Reichsflihrer-SS), and Heinrich Himmler 
(Reichsflihrer-SS and head of the German police). The photo was taken in Himmler's office in Berlin, 
Summer 1938, taken. 


Leo Franke Verborgene Helden page 1 of 5 


Machine Translated by Google 


gen and later to use the warehouses to obtain badges, uniforms and caps. Today they say that we are ashamed for 
using prisoners to work, but who in the world does not use the labor of prisoners. In the beginning, life was difficult 
for us because the army always interfered and gave orders that it had no right to give. In the police regiment we also 
had the task of punishing those who violated the laws, which the military commanders also did not understand. They 
protested against any reprisals against 
assassins or saboteurs, no matter what 
crime they had committed, as if they 
approved of their actions. 


| experienced this in France; there were 
some non-European soldiers brought to 
France to fight against us. Many of them 
were very unruly and difficult to control; some 
had to use force to get them to listen. | 
believe some were executed for attacks on 
German soldiers and even French civilians. 
We tried to fight the enemy while maintaining 
order and discipline. It was decided to deploy 
us first as combat soldiers and then as 
security forces for the rear area. Russia was to be our real test, as we were faced with a very massive and tough 
enemy, both in terms of land and soldiers. But in every respect the Waffen-SS and the Army were the same because 
we fought together and against the same enemy. We fought to defend Germany and to achieve common goals. We 
had no animosity towards the army; in fact, many SS men were former soldiers who liked the idea of a private 
political army. Our training was the same, especially the specialized training. Our officers were different, there was 
no snobby, elitist or "I'm richer than you" attitude. In the SS we were all equal, and every soldier was first and 
foremost a comrade. 


Soviet partisans are taken prisoner by members of a German police unit. Zhitomir, September 1942. 


| heard that you were a tank man, what was 
your training like? 


Leo: The SS had set up schools for every area 
of combat. If you were trained with assault 
rifles, you went to the [SS troop training area] 
Heidelager for news 


They went to Nuremberg, we were trained for 
the tanks in Bitsch fin the French department 
of Moselle in Lorraine] . Each school lasted 
on average a few months and you had to go 
through different stages of training. | got the 
chance to join the armored force and | Fat ae AR aNnt \ 
accepted. We were trained on very early tanks BITSCH-LAGER =! Se 


such as the Panzer II and the Panzer III. Later, ae 
in service, we had the long-barreled Panzer 


Postcard from Bitsch camp, 1942 


IV. Because of my previous service and career, | became a commander 
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of my own tank and chose my crew. First we trained in the classroom, then we went into the field to work on driving 
and shooting, both of which were challenging. Our training was tough, you had to concentrate a lot and learn to work 
together as a team. | had to lead and organize four men at once. After that we had a very good run; | was appointed 
commander of the 6th company of the 10th SS Panzer Regiment. 


You fought in Normandy, what was that like for you? 


Leo: Normandy was a not so good time for me. My 
regiment was withdrawn from Poland in June and 
moved west to fight the Allies. 


We were confused because the Ivan had launched 
a major attack. We were loaded onto trains and 
settled in; The journey took a very long time because \&§ 
of the Allied air raids. It was boring, but we were 
scared. The plane attacks kept us all on our toes. 
This was the trump card the Allies had in their 
pocket, because with control of the skies they could 
stop movements during the day. We were doing well 
in the east, the Luftwaffe still had good control and 
we were able to move. In the West the opposite was 
the case: our hunters had been withdrawn to defend 
the empire. When we arrived, we were deployed 
company by company, mostly at night. We also had 
to struggle with resistance; lines were constantly 
being cut, soldiers were being shot at and roads were being mined. The Allies also had men working behind the 
lines. This slowed the movements and forced us to watch every step. 


Combat position of the grenadier unit of the 10th SS Panzer Division "Frundsberg" in Normandy, 
July-August 1944. 


We faced the British first and defended their attempts to break out. We worked with the Hitler Youth Division, which, 
| must say, had acquired a pretty good reputation. They were just young people, but they frightened the enemy and 
held their ground. The British, together with the Americans, finally broke through our lines and pushed us into the 
pocket /of Falaise], where without the bravery of the German soldiers the entire front would have been lost. We were 
lucky that we narrowly escaped. 


Why did you lose in Normandy? 


Leo: Oh, that's not an easy question, young 
man, | can share my guess. | know we were 
outnumbered and at a severe numerical 
disadvantage. 

| bet you don't know that the first landing was 
faced by only a few hundred 'German' soldiers, 
many of whom were lower quality Russian and 
Polish volunteers. 


Yes, the massive landings of thousands of men 
and tanks were matched only by a bunch of 


second-rate soldiers. The only good ones 


View of Omaha Beach, June 12, 1944 
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Soldiers in Normandy included a tank division, a paratrooper regiment and the Hitler Youth division. 
These were only allowed to be used in combat after landing. | also believe that the generals were 
r lulled by the Allies and some were quite incompetent. 


Of course today people blame the Fuhrer and say 
he lost the war, but | don't believe that. If the tanks 
had been near the beaches and we had had a free 
hand, we could have repelled the landing and 
prevented them from gaining a foothold. It is a 
testament to our weapons that it took the Allies two 
months to break through our lines, with the help of 
naval guns, aircraft and partisans. We had good 
luck against their tanks, the Sherman was easy 
prey for our guns, and | saw a lot of blown up 
wreckage. But our tanks were just as vulnerable. 
We could be taken out just as easily, so there was 
no German superiority in armor. 


A Jagdpanzer IV of the HJ Division, equipped with the same 75 mm 
L48 cannon as the Panzer IV. 


Only the Tiger could take damage, and it was vulnerable to the heavier bullets. Overall, we had far 
too few heavy tanks that could have made a difference. Some regiments used old French and 
Russian tanks, which shows how weak we were. 

Added to this was the Allies' superiority in supplies, and we could not hope for victory. In Normandy, the front was 
always moving because the Allies were able to fire one shell after another at the German positions. | would like to tell 
you an incident that shows how reckless that was. We tried to stay away from every occupied town, every farm and 
every village. Many of the civilians refused to leave, so we had to be careful where we took up defensive positions. Of 
course, sometimes this was not possible because the enemy can dictate the field. We were defending a road where 
there was a farm. The British opened fire with artillery and deliberately fired shots at the house to get a better field of 
vision. They killed a family who had hidden in the 
basement. Our men went to their aid after the shelling 
had stopped and took them out to bury them just as the 
Tommy attacked. | found that the Allies didn't care about 
culture or treasure. They fired at any house, barn or 
building where they suspected the enemy was. This 
was reckless and went against the rules of war. They 
were able to do this because they had an abundance of 
ammunition that they could use freely. 


The Abbey d’Ardenne after the Battle of Cean, July 1944. A disabled Fiat 
626N ambulance can be seen in the foreground. 


| understand that you received the high award of the German Cross in Gold, how did that happen? 


Leo: Yes, this medal was awarded to me at the end of the war, on the recommendation of SS- 
Sturmbannfthrer /Ernst-Johann] Tetsch. | believe you plan to meet him sometime. At the end of the 
war things were very disorganized and confused. | received the award more for successfully 
completing orders and simply surviving. | was a recipient of the Iron Cross, the Honor Leaf Clasp 
and finally the German Cross in Gold. It was a very high one 
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Award, and | was honored to wear it. | wear this award today as a 
reminder of the courage of the men with whom | had the honor of 
serving. 

I'm afraid | can't say more because the war ended when | was 
confirmed /for the medal] . There were no further missions for me. 


Do you believe that the Waffen-SS committed any of the crimes that 
the Allies accused them of? 


Leo: In the harshest words | can think of, certainly not. War is in itself 


a crime against everything. | cannot trust the Allies to be honest, and 
never will. They still occupy my homeland and allowed the formation 
of the Soviet Union with a great curtain. Countless victims lie in quiet 


graves today because the war has bred hatred. 


Sure, there were bad soldiers on our side, every army has them. But | 
will go to my grave claiming that we did not commit crimes on the scale 
that we are accused of. It is possible that the individual prisoner was 
shot as he surrendered, but this was very rare. We were under strict 
orders to take prisoners for information and to behave civilly toward 
non-combatants. | have never seen our side attack anyone. | can say 
that the allegations made against us should have been subjected to a 
very fair and balanced review. The enemy simply allowed everyone to make claims and then acted on them. 


SS soldiers help their wounded comrade, somewhere near Belgorod, 
Kursk 


Ernst Krause - SS Panzergrenadiers 
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